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Abstract 
The authors featured in this department column share instructional practices that support 
transformative literacy teaching and disrupt “struggling reader” and “struggling writer” labels. 
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A Student’s Perspective on Literacy Teaching and Learning: 
Starting a Conversation through Six Suggestions  
For this column, Myiesha (a recent high school graduate and first-year college student) 
partnered with Kate (a university researcher and teacher educator) to offer a student’s 
perspective on practices that support transformative literacy teaching and learning. This student-
directed effort builds on previous contributions to this Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy 
(JAAL) department, which to date have addressed the topic of transformative literacy teaching 
from the perspectives of teachers, teacher educators, and educational researchers. 
Here, we foreground a student’s perspective by presenting some thoughts in the form of 
six suggestions for secondary literacy educators to consider with their students. Our hope is that 
these six suggestions will serve as a catalyst for ongoing and critical conversations with students 
themselves about how to engage in transformative literacy teaching. The six suggestions include: 
1.        Learn from students 
2.        Prioritize relationships 
3.        Accept that not all students will be engaged 100% of the time 
4.        Be flexible and persistent 
5.        Celebrate individuality and originality 
6.        Understand reading to be emotional as well as intellectual 
We decided on these six suggestions after reflecting individually and jointly on a year-
long classroom collaboration where Myiesha served as a senior “literacy mentor” to ninth 
graders at her school. As part of this collaboration, Myiesha and eight other junior and senior 
mentors worked alongside their teacher to co-design and co-teach an exploratory literacy class 
for students who were in their first year at the high school.  
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These six suggestions reflect established trends in adolescent literacy research, 
particularly work that calls attention to both the potential for and obstacles to transformative 
literacy teaching (e.g., Alvermann, 2002; Christenbury, Bomer, & Smagorinsky, 2009; 
Hinchman & Appleman, 2017). While many of these suggestions may therefore be familiar to 
JAAL readers, in this column our intention is to make a unique contribution by grounding the 
suggestions in our shared experiences and by highlighting a student’s perspective on them. 
Below, we explain each suggestion and include an example from the literacy class to 
illuminate it. We hope that readers of this column will share and reflect on these six suggestions 
in consultation with their own students, who will undoubtedly bring their own unique 
perspectives, opinions, and critiques to the ones we offer here. 
Six Suggestions for Literacy Educators 
1.      Learn from Students 
Our first suggestion involves extending the “teach” in “teacher” to all members of the 
classroom community. Literacy teaching and learning are reciprocal and fluid processes: teachers 
should learn from their students at the same time that their students learn from them. In other 
words, there should be many opportunities for students to be the teachers and for teachers to be 
the students. Individuals learn through and with each other in the pursuit of knowledge and 
experience. Literacy educators can facilitate learning by supporting and engaging with their 
students around these objectives. 
In the literacy class, we found that when adolescents and adults read and talked about 
books together, everyone had opportunities to expand their knowledge and their experiences with 
different kinds of texts. For instance, Kate was encouraged by Myiesha and other mentors to read 
texts that were initially outside of her experience and expertise (e.g., the Black Panther comic 
 
A STUDENT’S PERSPECTIVE ON LITERACY TEACHING & LEARNING                  5
book series). To do this, students in the class taught her new ways of reading that required 
attention to images and transitions in combination with words. 
2.      Prioritize Relationships 
Our second suggestion stems from the understanding that relationships are essential to 
literacy learning. As reciprocal processes, teaching and learning go hand in hand: when teachers 
and students genuinely care about and respect each other, they are willing to listen to what the 
other is saying and learn from each other, even (and especially) in cases of disagreement. This 
interpretation of teaching and learning as reciprocal is similar to the relationship between the 
sender of a letter and the recipient of that letter. As such, it has implications for literacy more 
generally. For instance, deep reading involves a connection and an exchange of ideas between 
the author and a reader. 
In the literacy class, Myiesha and Kate noticed that their relationships with other 
members of the class extended beyond the classroom. For example, Myiesha wanted to be sure 
that the ninth graders in her small group felt they could trust her. She and other literacy mentors 
did this by always making a connection when they saw their mentees, even if it was simply to 
say “hi” and “bye” when they passed in the hallway. Myiesha also made connections by sharing 
her own experiences as a high school student with the ninth graders. She sometimes offered 
advice and provided information related to those experiences, such as how to learn more about 
and apply to Upward Bound (a federally-funded education program to support high school 
students to pursue postsecondary education). One outcome of making connections was that her 
mentees understood that she trusted them, which she hoped would encourage them to trust her as 
a resource for choosing a book and talking about it in a real way. Another outcome was that 
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connections helped to build mutual respect so that her mentees were more willing to follow her 
lead and engage with classroom activities. 
3.      Accept that Not All Students will be Engaged 100% of the Time 
Our third suggestion entails acknowledging that some readers, some of the time, and for a 
variety of reasons, may wish that they were somewhere other than reading in your classroom. To 
contextualize this point, Kate notes that a large body of critical research has documented 
adolescents’ experiences of disconnection and disengagement with literacy and learning in 
school and offered ideas for how the field of education might reframe its approach in an effort to 
disrupt this trend (e.g., Gee, 2003; Gutiérrez, 2008; Tatum, 2008). 
Myiesha further thinks it is important to point out that neither of us have ever met a 
reader of any age (and we include ourselves here) who is an engaged reader 100% of the time. If 
you are skeptical of our claim, we ask you to consider the following question: Since you began 
reading this article, how many times have you (a) stared out the window, (b) checked your phone 
or email, and/or (c) thought about something you need to do later on today? We do not make this 
point to suggest that distractions are a bad thing! Rather, our point is that they are a human thing. 
The following three suggestions—to be flexible and persistent, to celebrate individuality 
and originality, and to understand reading to be emotional as well as intellectual—represent our 
thoughts about how to address and work through this reality in partnership with students.  
4.      Be Flexible and Persistent 
Our fourth suggestion acknowledges that literacy teaching and learning involve an 
ongoing process of “trying on” something new: new ideas, new genres, and new identities. This 
means that if something isn’t working for a particular reader, then the next step is to try 
something different. If that something different isn’t working for that reader, try again! 
 
A STUDENT’S PERSPECTIVE ON LITERACY TEACHING & LEARNING                  7
In the literacy class, we found that one of the most powerful ways to engage readers was 
to encourage and support them to keep searching for a book that captured their interests and 
imagination, even if that meant abandoning certain books in the middle of reading them. For 
example, Myiesha, other literacy mentors, the teacher, and Kate all regularly consulted with 
ninth graders to assist them in finding books they enjoyed. In one case, Myiesha and another 
mentor helped to match a ninth grader with a book even after multiple other books had failed to 
capture his attention. Using his interest in sports as inspiration, they suggested that he try the 
book The Crossover by Kwame Alexander. The Crossover changed this student’s perspective on 
reading in this context by speaking to a topic (i.e., basketball) about which he knew a lot and 
cared deeply. 
5.      Celebrate Individuality and Originality 
Our fifth suggestion is a reminder of the importance of understanding and engaging with 
readers as individuals and, relatedly, allowing for and celebrating originality. A reader is not an 
automated machine like Apple’s Siri, inputting orders and fielding requests because that is what 
she is programmed to do. When it comes to literacy teaching and learning, one size does not fit 
all! What’s more, something that comes easily to the teacher and certain students might not come 
as easily to others. 
In the literacy class, we both noticed a distinct turning point in the middle of the year, 
after Myiesha proposed to the teacher and other literacy mentors that the final project include a 
fan fiction option for readers who preferred to write creatively and, as Myiesha put it, “to their 
heart’s desire.” Initially, we defined fan fiction as writing alternative endings, but over time 
readers also wrote alternative beginnings and other re-imagined scenes from their books. As 
Myiesha regularly pointed out to the ninth graders, the fan fiction option was an opportunity for 
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them to be creative and express themselves authentically. Through this option, readers could 
engage in personally meaningful writing. They could use their own language to be real and to 
speak their truth without the need for fabrication. 
6.      Understand Reading to be Emotional as well as Intellectual 
Our sixth and final suggestion is about the act of reading itself. We think that the frequent 
focus on the cognitive aspects of reading, while important, can obscure the fact that reading is 
also emotional. Sometimes when teachers assign books, the activities and questions about those 
books have the effect of telling readers what to think about what they are reading. Instead, 
teachers can support more authentic connections between readers and books by providing time 
and space for students to experience their own reactions, emotions, and opinions. As an 
emotional as well as intellectual experience, reading can be an escape, a distraction from being 
bored or upset. It can be a form of therapy (what Myiesha describes as “book” or “reading” 
therapy). Reading is personal. It’s about passion. At its best, it involves learning more about who 
you are and how you think. 
In the literacy class, Myiesha and Kate both observed that readers’ authentic 
opportunities to make their own decisions about the books they read were a powerful way to 
validate their freedom of choice and of expression. This kind of freedom makes the mind happy 
by engaging readers emotionally as well as intellectually in the act of reading. 
Final Thoughts  
Our purpose in writing this column was to share a student’s perspective on practices that 
support transformative literacy teaching and learning. Our hoped-for outcome is that these 
suggestions will inspire and challenge literacy educators to consult with their own students to 
extend existing practices or, perhaps, try something completely new and different. 
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Before we end, we want to reiterate that these suggestions stem from an iterative process 
of collaborative reflection which involved multiple conversations and ongoing opportunities to 
share our thoughts with each other and with the teacher and other students who participated in 
the literacy class with us. This process of collaborative reflection was essential, both for the 
writing of this column and for the design and teaching of the class. 
With this final point in mind, we remind readers of this column of our intention that these 
six suggestions serve as a catalyst for ongoing and critical conversations with students about how 
to engage in transformative literacy teaching that takes into account students’ own unique 
experiences and perspectives. (See Figure 1 for example questions to initiate discussions with 
students.) We hope that these student-directed conversations will serve to identify unique points 
of productive challenge, resonance, and opportunity in your own classrooms, schools, and 
communities. 
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Figure 1. Example questions to initiate discussions with students 
● What are your own experiences with and understandings about literacy? 
● What do you notice about how literacy teaching and learning happens in your 
classrooms, your school, and your community? 
● Which of these six suggestions resonate with you? 
● What suggestions might you add, remove, or adapt? 
● What might we change in our classroom or school in the pursuit of transformative 
literacy learning experiences? 
 
